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ABSTRACT
This paper discusses the various ways privatisation processes affect
Irish education. Due to the long history of considerable church
involvement, the notable absence of middle tiers of governance,
and more recently, the embrace of neoliberal principles, in large
part due to and for economic reasons, the Irish education system
represents a fascinating example of a complex interplay between
the public and private sectors. The conceptual and analytical tools
provided by Cultural Political Economy are used in this paper to
highlight why and how privatisation has unfolded and might
yet unravel further in Irish education. These tools offer a useful lens
through which to examine country-specific developments, whilst
locating them in the global picture. Utilising the conceptualisations
offered by Cultural Political Economy, this paper demonstrates how
different forms of privatisation in Ireland have contributed to what
can be described as a complex system of governance with strong
private involvement.
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Introduction

New Public Management, a philosophical corpus of managerial ideas aimed at driving
public sector reform in a range of policy areas (Verger and Curran 2014), is acknowledged
by many scholars as having emerged in wealthy countries in the 1980s (see for example,
Hood 1995; Wallis and Dollery 1999; Gruening 2001; Cole and Jones 2005; Noblet and
Rodwell 2009; Paudel 2013; Steane, Dufour, and Gates 2015; Visser, Schouteten, and
Dikkers 2019). Documented in the literature is the widespread supposition that this econ-
omic model would supposedly modernise the public sector and provide greater account-
ability and efficiency. Education policy, like other public services, has since undergone
significant change in response to global economic, social and political drivers (Baxter
2017). The initial reforms that attempted to introduce marketisation and privatisation
in the delivery of public services were later followed with intensified economic globalisa-
tion, and similar policies were adopted around the world as a way of monitoring and
strengthening the competitiveness of education systems, as well as broader education
reform packages that promoted decentralisation, school autonomy and the diversification
of school provision (Verger, Fontdevila, and Parcerisa 2019a). Indeed, what Sahlberg
(2015, 143) refers to as the Global Educational Reform Movement, or the GERM, has
since become accepted as a ‘new educational orthodoxy’ within many recent education
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reforms throughout the world. This paper subscribes to Fuller and Stevenson’s (2019, 1)
assertion that this ‘acronym-as-analogy’ perfectly describes the phenomenon that Sahlberg
identified as both spreading and destructive, behaving ‘like an epidemic that spreads and
infects education systems through a virus’. It is, as Sellar and Lingard (2013, 720) point
out, a ‘clever and telling acronym’. Accountability, standards, decentralisation and
school autonomy are the main policy principles of the GERM (Verger, Parcerisa, and
Fontdevila 2019b). For schools, this means becoming self-managing and independent,
more efficient and accountable, and more competitive and business-like. Although priva-
tisation is not explicitly acknowledged as a key component of the GERM, we share the
view of others that it is one of its key (Carrasco and Gunter 2019) and essential features
(Winchip, Stevenson, and Milner 2019). As Ball (2018) points out, education reform is
now in effect a marketplace of business opportunities and commercial solutions.

How privatisation is understood in this paper is two-fold. It refers to both the use of
non-state actors, sometimes for profit, in the provision of public services, and to state ser-
vices behaving like private sector organisations. We therefore recognise privatisation as
being polymorphic as opposed to monolithic (Verger, Fontdevila, and Zancajo 2017) in
that privatisation processes

have not in practice responded to a single path … privatisation has typically manifested
itself in the constitution of hybrid education systems in which the public and the private
sectors interact and distribute responsibilities in a complex and often contradictory
manner. (Maroy in Verger, Moschetti, and Fontdevila 2018, 133)

Ball and Youdell (2007, 8–9), for example, refer to two types of privatisation: ‘exogenous’
privatisation, the opening up of public education services to private sector participation on
a for-profit basis; and ‘endogenous’ privatisation, which involves importing ideas, tech-
niques and practices from the private sector to make the public sector more business-
like. Similarly, Courtney (2015, 214–215) distinguishes privatisation, ‘the private-sector
appropriation of public assets’, from corporatisation, the reconstitution of ‘non-economic
fields and relations as having the goals, practices, motivations and instincts of the private
sector’. Our concern with privatisation, exogenous or endogenous, or even corporatisa-
tion, is that it changes the ethos, focus and purpose of education, serving private as
opposed to public interests – and especially if profits are sought.

Several authors have now referred to the recent move towards school autonomy in
Ireland (see Coolahan et al. 2017; Salokangas and Ainscow 2017; Carr and Beckett
2018; Skerritt 2019a). School autonomy involves devolving greater freedom and indepen-
dence to individual schools, enabling them to manage their organisation (e.g. in terms of
finances, staffing and the curriculum) in response to their own local needs.
However, evidence from countries that have promoted school autonomy demonstrates
that the extent to which local decision-making capacity actually increases as a result of
such reforms varies (Salokangas and Chapman 2014; Kauko and Salokangas 2015; Salo-
kangas and Ainscow 2017), and given the strong market principles that underpin the
movement, school autonomy could be considered a way of, to some degree, privatising
Irish schools (Skerritt 2019b) and/or making them more business-like (Skerritt 2019c).
Increased school autonomy might involve using private actors to provide what has tra-
ditionally been the service of the state, but at the very least it would involve schools behav-
ing like private-sector corporations – a form of corporatisation or an endogenous type of
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privatisation. For example, drawing on the literature on autonomous schools from around
the world, Holloway and Keddie (2018, 3) note how marketing these schools and running
them like businesses has become normal and common practice. Elaborating further, they
point to the research in the United States, the United Kingdom, and Australia, which
demonstrates how

‘autonomy’ has re-positioned public schools as competitive organisations that need to market
their ‘brand’ accordingly and manage themselves in entrepreneurial ways. This rendering of
public schools as market entities has ushered in a suite of business-like interests, logics and
private investments (Burch 2009; Verger, Fontdevila, and Zancajo 2017).

This article discusses the various ways privatisation processes affect Irish education.
Due to the long history of considerable church involvement, the notable absence of
middle tiers of governance, and more recently the embrace of neoliberal principles in edu-
cation policy, the Irish education system is a fascinating example of the complex interplay
between the public and private sectors in education provision, the main private interest
being the Catholic Church or what we often refer to simply as ‘the church’, while a
more corporate tone is now also becoming embedded in the education system. Cultural
Political Economy (CPE) has gained traction in education in recent years (see for
example Robertson and Dale 2015; Verger, Fontdevila, and Zancajo 2016; Higgins and
Novelli 2018), and this article specifically builds on Verger, Fontdevila, and Zancajo’s
(2017) use of Jessop’s (2010) CPE approach. CPE promotes a critical understanding of
the cultural embedding of social, economic and political transformations and will be
used in this paper to highlight why and how privatisation has unfolded in Irish education,
and how it could unravel further. It offers a useful lens through which to examine country-
specific developments, whilst locating them in the global picture. Utilising the conceptu-
alisations offered by CPE, we will demonstrate how different forms of privatisation have
contributed to what can be described as a complex system of governance with strong his-
torical and more recent private involvement.

Conceptual and analytical framework

CPE offers us a way of understanding both why and how education privatisation unfolds
in different settings. CPE, it is argued, provides us with a ‘useful conceptual and analytical
framework to study educational privatisation as a process of profound institutional trans-
formation’ (Verger, Fontdevila, and Zancajo 2017, 759). It is an analytical approach that
accentuates how different actors interact in the production of pro-privatisation reforms
through the evolutionary mechanisms of variation (the contingent emergence of new
practices), selection (the subsequent privileging of these practices) and retention (the insti-
tutionalisation and inclusion of these policies into regulatory frameworks – this usually
involves governments having to engage in political and discursive struggles and having
to face opposition from teachers’ unions and other bodies). Through a systematic litera-
ture review, Verger, Fontdevila, and Zancajo (2017) identified six different patterns and
paths towards privatisation:

. Privatisation as a part of state structural reform: privatisation occurs via a deeply ideo-
logical and structural reform under neoliberal market principles.
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. Scaling up privatisation: privatisation takes place through the accumulation of gradual
changes (frequently on a subnational level), which end up altering the public education
system in a significant, but not necessarily linear, way. Often, market-driven solutions
in education (school choice policies in particular) become conflated with principles
such as equity or equal opportunities.

. The Nordic path towards educational privatisation: privatisation emerges in social
democratic welfare states where there has traditionally been little private involvement.

. Historical public–private partnerships: privatisation is already embedded in some
countries through a tradition of religious schooling that strongly conditioned the
design of the education system before the emergence of neoliberalism. Here, these
public–private partnerships can be explained by the combination of the historical
role and the significant presence of religious institutions in education and the
effective pressures these institutions exerted to play a central role in national education.

. The expansion of low-fee private schooling in low-income countries: privatisation
happens not because governments are explicitly promoting it but because states are
rather passive or unable to address new demands in education.

. Privatisation by way of catastrophe: privatisation is caused by an emergency or cata-
strophic situation, such as natural disasters or violent conflicts. Here, pro-market pol-
icies that would have experienced a far more limited advancement under different
circumstances are more readily adopted. The need for a transparent and democratic
debate is more easily side-lined in these contexts as the sense of urgency that prevails
facilitates the advancement and retention of unpopular reforms.

Three of these patterns and paths in particular, ‘historical public-private partnerships’,
‘scaling up privatisation’, and ‘privatisation by way of catastrophe’, are helpful in examin-
ing the Irish case and dominate the discussion that follows. By ‘historical public-private
partnerships’ Verger, Fontdevila, and Zancajo (2017) mean public–private partnerships
that emerged before the global neoliberal policy turn, referring specifically to arrange-
ments between religious institutions and the state and the ways in which education is
organised and governed. This resonates strongly with the Irish education system, where
religious patronage plays an important role in school governance. However, more
recent forms of privatisation have also emerged in Ireland, which, to some extent, can
be described in line with Verger, Fontdevila, and Zancajo’s (2017) concepts of ‘scaling
up privatisation’ and ‘privatisation by way of catastrophe’. In using these three paths to
explain the Irish case, we support the contention that elements from more than one
path have converged in some countries (Verger, Fontdevila, and Zancajo 2016, 181;
Verger, Fontdevila, and Zancajo 2017, 778–779; Verger, Moschetti, and Fontdevila
2018, 146).

Patterns and paths towards privatisation in Ireland

Historical public–private partnerships

In Ireland, the prevalence of much of the private sector involvement in education dates
back to a time long before the contemporary wave of global education and pro-privatisa-
tion reforms started to take shape. The funding of nationwide post-primary education has
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its origins in the 1878 Intermediate Education Act, which set up payments to any school
provider in a payment-by-results scheme. This meant that money could be funnelled into
different types of schools as long as the schools presented candidates for examination. The
scheme was in effect until 1924, essentially allowing religious education to prosper without
making it look like the government was actually paying religious orders to provide an edu-
cation system. The current Irish system is effectively an extension of this principle
(Akenson 2012; Flanagan 1984). The historical public–private partnerships in Irish edu-
cation (mainly with the Catholic Church) mean that publicly funded education remains
to a great extent run by private providers who adhere to public regulations in terms of,
for example, the curriculum, teachers’ pay and conditions and admission procedures.
Indeed, a distinctive feature of the Irish education system is the level of church involve-
ment and control (Patrick 2005). Compared to the structures in other European countries
where churches were losing ground to public initiative, Ireland’s education system was dis-
tinctive by the twentieth century:

In other states where the churches rejected public education, the main price of rejection was
the creation out of church funds of an alternative autonomous system; in Ireland the
churches had secured a system which was acceptable to and controlled by them, but was
funded mainly by the state. (Ó Buachalla 1985, 352)

There is ample evidence to suggest that following Irish independence in 1922 both the
Catholic Church and the Protestant Church moved quickly to consolidate their dominant
position in their respective educational provenances (Murphy 2008). The Catholic
Church, however, has been the most predominant, with Ireland being a largely Catholic
country. From 1922 onwards, Irish politicians and officials deferred extensively to the
Catholic Bishops in formulating education policy, with the Catholic Church occupying
a uniquely powerful position within the education system for over a generation (Walsh
2008). The Constitution ratified in 1937 instructed that the state ‘shall respect and
honour religion’ (McCormack et al. 2019) and defined the education system as state-
aided rather than state-provided (Fleming and Harford 2014) – an excellent arrangement
for the Catholic Church. The decades following Irish independence were the heyday of the
church in the new country and ‘there was a priest, nun and brother in every corner of
society’ (O’Donoghue and Harford 2011, 325). Church control over education was absol-
ute and was ensured through the vesting of local-level management control in parish
priests at primary level, and through clerical institutional control and the presence of a
strong teaching force of priests, brothers and nuns at post-primary level (Fleming and
Harford 2014).

It was from the 1960s onwards that the church’s control over Irish education began to
weaken. Global players such as the World Bank, the European Union and the Organis-
ation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) became influential in Irish
education policy alongside the religious expertise that had been informing policy goals
(MacVeigh 2012), and a paradigm shift in education policy resulted in the significant
democratisation of education, especially at post-primary level with the introduction of
free education (Fleming and Harford 2014). Subsequently, the traditional restrictions
on vocational education were removed, a comprehensive curriculum was established
and vocational schools were brought within the ambit of a more integrated post-
primary system, which then saw the further creation of community schools that were
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designed to deliver a comprehensive curriculum, incorporating both academic and voca-
tional subjects (Walsh 2008). However, despite a number of attempts to establish a middle
tier of administration between the Department of Education and Skills (DES) and individ-
ual schools over the last forty years, a striking feature of the Irish school system has been
the lack of such a resource (Coolahan et al. 2017). With the exception of 36 percent of
post-primary schools which now operate under the public management of one of
sixteen regional Education and Training Boards (Liddy, O’Flaherty, and McCormack
2019) herein referred to as ETBs,

The meso level in Irish education has no local council intermediation between the national
government policy direction and the schools and BOMs (Boards of Management) and Trusts
that provide governance oversight of individual schools (King et al. 2019, 85).

Both Walshe (1999) and Fleming (2016) have detailed the history of these attempts over
the twentieth century, and how on many occasions the Catholic Church was far from sup-
portive of regionalisation. Nonetheless, by the 1990s the traditional power base of the
Catholic Church was being re-negotiated and was reduced from the role of ‘principal’
actor to ‘major’ actor on the educational stage (OECD in Harford 2010). In addition to
major scandals relating to the physical and sexual abuse of young people, the role of
the church has continued to gradually decline in Irish society due to changing attitudes
towards religion and religious practices, and an increased urge to overhaul the education
system dominated by religious congregations (Faas, Darmody, and Sokolowska 2016).

To date, the churches, and the Catholic Church in particular, still retain a strong grip on
the management of Irish schools. For example, more than 90 percent of primary schools
and just under 50 percent of post-primary schools are classified as Catholic (Byrne and
Devine 2018). In relation to post-primary level education, it is divided into a hierarchy
of four main strata, as outlined by Coolahan et al. (2017, 115–116):

Fee-paying voluntary schools are at the ‘top’, followed by non-fee-paying voluntary second-
ary schools, then community and comprehensive schools and lastly the schools in what was
the vocational education sector, now the Education and Training Board (ETB) sector.

The voluntary secondary schools are denominational and are privately owned and
managed, typically by the Catholic Church, while community schools operate under the
joint trusteeship of the ETB, a religious order and/or the Bishop or another nominated
person, and comprehensive schools operate under the trusteeship of religious denomina-
tions. The ETB schools are publicly managed and were intended to be secular, but they are
mainly managed by people who belong to the Catholic faith and cater to a predominantly
Catholic student population. Therefore, in many ways they are a place where a Catholic
ethos and Catholic school practices are a part of school life (Stapleton 2018). However,
in addition to this, a charity body has been a patron of multi-denominational ‘Educate
Together’ schools since 1978 (Faas, Smith, and Darmody 2018). Educate Together, a
limited non-profit company (Rougier and Honohan 2015), is rapidly growing and rep-
resents a new departure in Irish education provision (Stapleton 2018). It currently operates
84 primary schools and 13 post-primary schools with more due to open in the near future.
Educate Together schools seek to

ensure that parents have the choice of an education based on the inclusive intercultural values
of respect for difference and justice and equality for all… in an inclusive, democratic, co-
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educational setting that is committed to enabling and supporting each child to achieve their
full potential while at the same time preparing them to become caring and active members of
a culturally diverse society. (Educate Together in O’Flaherty et al. 2018, 324)

Thus, faith formation classes do not take place in these schools during the official school
day (Sai 2018 ) and the emphasis is placed on learning about other religions rather than
promoting one specific faith (Darmody and Smyth 2018).

With the exception of Educate Together schools, there is still strong church involve-
ment in Irish schools. The Catholic Church has secured a strong role in most voluntary
secondary schools, community and comprehensive schools and ETB schools:

Post-Primary schooling in Ireland could be described as a Church/State co-operative with the
Church, or Church representatives, having a dominant role in the day to day management of
the vast majority of schools. (Stapleton 2018, 11)

Thus, the Irish education system can be defined as a complex one in that most schools are
privately owned and managed but state-funded. As Rougier and Honohan (2015, 73)
explain:

The structure of the education system in the Republic of Ireland is unique among European
countries: since the foundation of the state, almost all schools have been religious; 96% of
primary schools, and a large proportion of secondary schools, are still denominational.
The financing and administration of the education system are highly centralised in the
Department of Education, including curricula; regulations for the recognition, management,
resourcing, and staffing of schools; and negotiation of teachers’ salaries. Yet, the provision
and management of education are almost entirely devolved to other, largely private,
bodies, so that there is virtually no strictly public state education in Ireland. The typical
Irish school is neither strictly public, nor strictly private, but a hybrid.

Scaling up privatisation

Stemming from the paradigm shift in the 1960s, Irish education has come to be guided
more and more by economics. Since the late 1990s, Irish public policy-making has been
driven by neoliberal assumptions regarding the supremacy of the market (Lynch and
Moran 2006), and since the millennium, Mooney Simmie (2012, 506) reports a ‘changing
tune of neoliberalism being played from soft to medium to loud’ in Irish education. This is
perhaps unsurprising given the recessionary economic climate in Ireland (Holland,
Lorenzi, and Hall 2016) in recent years that has seen the country go from having one
of the highest economic growth rates in the world to one of severe economic contraction
(Drudy 2009). When the country was plunged into times of economic hardship, the Pre-
sident invited the public to engage with the discourse that makes the connection between
the economy, society and state (Mooney Simmie 2012), and similar stances were taken by
both the Minister for Education and Skills (see Quinn 2012) and the Chief Inspector of the
DES (see Hislop 2012). As such, market reform initiatives have been supported across
party lines, and they have frequently been associated with equity goals such as equal
opportunities.

Perhaps the starkest examples of amplified privatisation are the profit-making compa-
nies which have become an integral part of Irish education. In addition to two providers of
teacher preparation in Montessori education (O’Donoghue, Harford, and O’Doherty
2017), an online provider of teacher preparation in both primary and post-primary
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education has been firmly established. Hibernia College, a private (Houtsonen et al. 2010;
Conway 2013; Furlong 2013), for-profit (Lynch 2012; O’Donoghue, Harford, and O’Doh-
erty 2017) ‘commercial provider… (which receives no State aid)… has become the largest
provider of newly qualified primary teachers in the State’ (Teaching Council in O’Doherty
and Harford 2018, 661). A considerable proportion of graduating teachers, at both
primary and post-primary levels, have chosen this route, and a lack of regulation of
student numbers has resulted in, in some instances, a considerable oversupply of teachers.
However, in addition to teacher supply issues, another challenge, and perhaps more wor-
ryingly, is the potential impact on the culture of teaching in Ireland:

It is arguable ... that with the advent of online, market-driven approaches to teacher prep-
aration and continuing professional development, where education is promoted as being a
private effort leading to individual good, the inherited and previously accepted culture of
teaching as a collaborative and shared engagement may be undermined. (O’Donoghue,
Harford, and O’Doherty 2017, 225)

Another example of relatively recent private for-profit entries that have become big players
in the Irish education landscape are the ‘grind schools’, or private tuition centres, for
school students, especially those from middle-class backgrounds (Sugrue 2006; Smyth
2008, 2009). While some parents send their children to private tuition centres on a full-
time basis, another common trend is for students to attend these centres outside of
their normal school hours, namely, during the evening, on weekends, and during
school holidays. In any case, here in particular we can see how private actors are providing
what has traditionally been state services, with greater trust being placed in them than in
public sector professionals (Jessop 2007).

While recent decades have proven to be fertile ground for new forms of privatisation of
Irish education, proposals for increased school autonomy, based on an ideology closely
associated with school vouchers and English academies have been repeatedly put
forward in Ireland, most notably through the publication of a research paper and a con-
sultation paper, both of which are aptly entitled ‘Advancing school autonomy in the Irish
school system’ (DES 2015a, 2015b). It is worth noting however, that ‘advancing school
autonomy in the Irish school system’ was not received without criticism. While concerns
have started to appear in the literature (see Carr and Beckett 2018; Skerritt 2019b, 2019c,
2019d), the DES website (see www.education.ie) now also provides the views submitted
from interested parties ‘on the issue of school autonomy’ as part of the consultation. Of
the 54 submitted responses, most are overwhelmingly negative. However, since this con-
sultation many policy papers continue to frequently reference goals and objectives such as
increasing the autonomy of schools, and particularly disadvantaged schools (see for
example DES 2016, 2017; Government of Ireland 2018). Designated disadvantaged
schools in Ireland are known as DEIS schools – ‘DEIS’ standing for Delivering Equality
of Opportunity in Schools – and this agenda is indicative not only that the education
system is moving towards a more laissez-faire approach, but also that it is associating
market principles with equity and equal opportunities.

Given the declining role of the Catholic Church, the rise of neoliberal market principles,
the drive towards establishing some form of self-managing schools in Ireland and the
relationship between school autonomy and privatisation in many international contexts,
it is very plausible that it is the intention of policy-makers in Ireland to extend the
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current private market beyond tuition centres and teacher education providers to the
school system. For example, it was previously reported in the national media that the
success and expansion of Hibernia College was ‘being closely monitored at the Depart-
ment of Education, where talk of a more privatised education system is moving up the
agenda’ (The Irish Times 2011). There is no reason to assume that this move has ceased.

Privatisation by way of catastrophe

While pro-privatisation reforms in Ireland cannot be attributed to any natural disasters or
violent conflicts, a perceived catastrophe did occur via the ‘bad news’ (Conway and
Murphy 2013) stemming from the OECD’s 2009 Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA). Through PISA, the OECD measures the academic performances of
students in different countries and publicly ranks countries based on these calculations.
These measures are now accepted as criteria of good educational performance (Sahlberg
2011) and countries compete with one another in these assessments as a means of demon-
strating global competitiveness. Thus, the OECD is now a major governing body in edu-
cation and its global influence in education is symbolic of how education is coming to be
used as a catalyst for economic growth by governments around the world. Ireland was cer-
tainly one of the countries that experienced the ‘PISA shock’ that Verger and Parcerisa
(2019, 149) refer to. The impact the 2008 recession had on Ireland was ‘especially
severe, touching all aspects of social policy and practice, including education’ (Hall and
Horgan 2015, 175), and in a country where education is such a highly valued entity
(see for example Drudy and Lynch 1993; Harford 2010; Dolan 2012: Canny and Hamilton
2018), a significant drop in the PISA standings while the country was suffering from a
severe economic disaster formed the basis of a catastrophe in education. As Kitching
(2014, 111) recounts, the PISA results ‘released in the grip of severe austerity measures
in 2010, became part of a mediated panic over teaching and learning standards, which
were repeatedly, casually related to future national economic recovery’. Writing more
recently, Murphy (2019) similarly refers to the PISA ‘shock’ at the time raising public
concern about the fall in student attainment, and how it fed into the political and
public appetite for increased transparency and accountability. Drawing on comments
from both the Chief Inspector of the DES and the CEO of the National Council for Cur-
riculum and Assessment, Conway (2013, 52–53) contextualises the bleak situation in
Ireland at this time and how this paved the way for significant reform:

First, the country experienced a traumatic economic downturn in 2008–2010, leading to a
bailout by the International Monetary Fund and the European Central Bank (hereafter
‘IMF/ECB bailout’) in December 2010. Second, in November 2010, the PISA 2009 results
indicated that scores for Ireland’s 15-year-olds in reading literacy had dropped more than
any other country, and the reading literacy ranking had dropped from fifth in 2000 to
21st in 2009 among the 65 participating countries (17th of 34 participating OECD countries).
Third, following the IMF/ECB bailout, an election in spring 2011 led to the appointment of a
reform-oriented Minister for Education and Skills.

The arrival of ‘a reform-orientated Minister for Education and Skills’, Ruairí Quinn, at
this time brought with it significant changes in Irish education, including, inter alia, the
introduction of a national strategy for improving literacy and numeracy; the reform
and extension of Initial Teacher Education programmes; and new modes of school
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inspections, including the compulsory requirement for schools to engage in school self-
evaluation. As Brown et al. (2018) point out, Ireland’s ‘PISA shock’ in 2010 required
school self-evaluations to focus on literacy, numeracy or an aspect of teaching and learning
(Brown et al. 2018). School self-evaluation however, as Brady (2016) points out, is specifi-
cally focused on the rhetoric of greater school autonomy, and as we have argued elsewhere,
often the rhetoric of autonomy is very much that – rhetorical and mythical (Skerritt 2019e;
Salokangas and Ainscow 2017). As Verger and Parcerisa (2019, 146) highlight about
current education reform packages,

school autonomy and accountability tend to be conceived as inseparable. This is due to the
fact that governments in their role as principal should be willing to give more autonomy to
schools in organisational, budgetary and/or curricular terms, to the extent that schools accept
stricter supervision and control via external evaluation and related accountability measures.

In addition to the introduction of standardised testing (Brown, McNamara, and O’Hara
2016a) in Ireland, new models of risk-based inspections (Brown et al. 2016b) such as inci-
dental/unannounced inspections have seen state inspectors assume new roles as the as sole
arbiters of ‘good teaching’ (Mooney Simmie, Moles, and O’Grady 2019). What we are wit-
nessing is a change in the relations of power between teachers and the state (Ball 2016).
The rising accountability in Irish education seemingly still entrenches a responsive regu-
latory framework and there is a concern that sanctions and punitive measures may act as a
mechanism for marketisation, corporatisation and, ultimately, privatisation (Carr and
Beckett 2018). With education in Ireland coming to be more closely linked to economic
growth and global competitiveness, particularly given Ireland’s economic climate over
the last decade, calls to more closely align educational practices to the needs of businesses
and employers may on the surface appear to be justified (Ó Breacháin and O’Toole 2013)
and it appears that the state’s intention, as is evident in, for example, curriculum reform,
has been to propel its publicly aided schools into a competitive survival-of-the-fittest
market (Mooney Simmie 2014).

Concluding remarks

As our analysis has shown, the role of the private sector in Irish public education is
historically considerable. While the pressures to cater to an increasingly secularised
society are growing, if changes were to occur, it is likely that they would be slow.
Even if there was political will for the state to ‘take over’ or ‘deprivatise’ schools
which operate under religious patronage, it would be a costly and controversial endea-
vour and therefore highly unlikely. This is partly because in most cases the church
owns the school buildings and the land, and in the current economic circumstances
it is unimaginable that the state finances would stretch to taking over buildings and
sites. However, in light of rapid secularisation of the civil state the question of patron-
age and church involvement requires solving. As the system stands, especially the
primary sector with over 90 percent of schools being run by religious patrons, it
simply does not reflect the population it serves. Time will tell whether the state’s con-
tinuous proposals concerning increased school autonomy and new forms of privatisa-
tion, combined with the welcoming of new private actors to the education arena, will
serve as a ‘solution’ to the patronage question. We argue here that the pathway to an
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increase of privatisation in Ireland is possible, has historical precedent, and in some
senses the ground is being cleared to enable it to happen.

Verger, Fontdevila, and Zancajo’s (2017) conceptualisation has offered helpful tools for
demonstrating privatisation processes and relationships between the public and private in
Irish education. However, the early childhood education and care (ECEC) sector is
missing from our analysis. The ECEC sector in Ireland is a fully privatised model,
having been neglected by policy makers for decades (Hayes 2016). Only recently the
state has taken steps in bringing cohesion and steering to this sporadic sector through,
for example, the introduction of a free pre-school year (Hayes 2016). It is beyond the
scope of this article to examine these developments in depth, but it is worth pointing
out that ECEC in Ireland makes a somewhat uncomfortable example of public and
private interplay in education as it does not resonate with the existing conceptual cat-
egories put forward in CPE. Further conceptual work is perhaps needed in order to
acknowledge such ‘reverse’ privatisation processes involving notions of ‘deprivatisation’
and growing state involvement.

Finally, and in line with Verger, Fontdevila, and Zancajo (2017), we argue that it is
important to focus on the interaction between global drivers and more locally situated
factors and contingencies in order to develop a more comprehensive understanding of
local reforms in education. Therefore, in order for us to better understand these processes
in Ireland, future research locating Ireland more explicitly to global developments is para-
mount. Comparative perspectives including countries that also feature strong historical
public–private partnerships, whilst having taken a neoliberal turn in policy, such as
Spain and Belgium, could provide fruitful points of comparison.
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